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Field Crops Newsletter:
Special Notice: We have scheduled two Crop College
programs for this year. You should be receiving information
about them from your County Extension Offices. The
locations are the Yazoo and Carroll Extension Offices. They
will begin Jan. 30 in Yazoo and Jan 31 in Carroll, and run for
six weeks on Monday and Tuesday nights from 6 to 8 PM. If
you want in-depth information on every aspect of growing our
three major crops, try to attend one of these. There is a $10
registration fee. Call your local Extension Office, or myself
at
or
. Seating is limited.
In General:
I was just thinking about how we go through this
period of confusion every year as we try to decide how to get
ready for the next crop. Most of you have probably ridden a
roller coaster, and you know how it feels while the car is being
pulled to the top of the track. The bumping and creaking and
jerking just add to the apprehension about what it’s going to
be like when you get to the top and start down the steep grade.
Well, that’s where we sit now, enduring all that, but knowing
when we get to the top and start down it’s going to get wild.
One of the best things you can do during this time is
to attend some of the January and February meetings and get
the latest ideas. Sure, I know you’ve heard most of it before,
but it can’t hurt to refresh your mind on all the finer points that
get pushed back into the dark corners of your mind during the
year. I just got back from a couple days at the Beltwide and
then the Tri State Soybean Forum. I picked up more than I
expected, as always; and I expect some of that information
will influence some of my thinking throughout the year. The
main thing I came away from those meetings with was a
renewed appreciation for how concerned most people are
about profitability. It seems that most producers had a
reasonably good crop in 2005, but when all the bills came in
there wasn’t enough to go around in a lot of cases. We have
all the tools that anyone could want, but the bottom line is still
questionable. I certainly don’t have all the answers, but
maybe we can find some of them together.
Cotton:

In several ways, we have painted ourselves into a
corner lately without noticing there is no way to get out clean.
Growing cotton now is relatively easy, compared with the way
we did it before the mid-nineties. We can grow lots of acres
with less equipment and labor, and it looks better than ever.
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Returning to the old way is not practical for most people now,
so what can we do?
One possibility, and something quite a few have
already mentioned to me lately, is the idea of planting fewer
acres in cotton and shifting the less productive cotton fields to
soybean or corn for a year or two. Soybean seems to be the
most popular choice since it requires less capital, and the
prices being quoted for beans lately are amazingly good. I am
hesitant to talk about this since the infrastructure of the cotton
industry is already being stressed by reduced acres in many
areas, but for some a short-term change may one answer.
Another way is to increase your cotton yield, but this is like
going to the casino; you might win, but had better be able to
lose and still survive.
For the cotton you plant this year, I suggest you at
least think about some of the following. If they fit you, then
fine; but if they don’t then just chalk them up to my effort at
presenting some alternatives. Some may suit you, and others
may not.
• Go to no-till, and reduce equipment time, fuel, and
labor costs.
• Apply poultry litter if you can, at 2 to 3 tons per acre
to supply essentially all your fertilizer needs.
• Consider returning to conventional cotton varieties,
although there probably will not be enough seed of
these varieties for everyone.
• Consider a skip row pattern on the best cotton soils
to reduce seed cost and increase drought tolerance.
• Spray only the planted rows (when possible) with
ground equipment to reduce chemical cost.
• With a skip row pattern, allow plants to grow larger
to take advantage of the skip, thereby reducing the
need for PGRs.
• Use hooded sprayers in order to use the most
effective products without damaging the crop.
• Include low cost residual herbicides like diuron or
fluometuron to suppress weed pressure and head off
the development of glyphosate resistance.
• Allow beneficial insect populations to develop.
• Reduce insect control cost by spraying only when
populations reach threshold levels. Work closely
with your consultant in making spray decisions.
• Spend some of the money you saved on a first class
defoliation program for a once over harvest and the
best grades possible.

I have been hesitant to put some of this in writing,
and some may regard me ignorant in thinking these ideas
make sense. For those who consistently produce high yields,
the best approach may be to continue as you are and adopt all
the newest technology. For others however, yield potentials in
dryland hill country situations may dictate change. There is
little doubt in my mind that the pricing structure for producing
cotton is set for high yielding areas and not for much of this
area. Unless I’ve missed something fundamental, we can’t
afford to grow cotton that yields much below two bales per
acre with the costs that exist today. If you want to discuss
any of this, I’ll be happy to talk it over with you. Let me
know you’re coming, and I’ll make a pot of coffee.
Corn:

The situation for growing corn may be similar to
cotton in some ways, however the justification for using
herbicide tolerant and insect resistant corn hybrids seems
better than for their counterparts in cotton. Corn yields at least
pay for the increased investment in most situations. I doubt
that any of us would have believed in 1990 that dryland corn
yields could reach the levels we are currently achieving. The
problem with corn this year will be the high cost, and possibly
even the availability, of nitrogen. Some of you may be
tempted to use urea as your source of N, but if you do this I
suggest you consider including a urease inhibitor to reduce
losses and immobilization, especially in no-till.
With the predictions by long-range forecasters for
low rainfall in 2006, early planting is especially critical. Seed
treatments to head off stand losses to insects are also a basic
need, especially in areas where corn will follow corn. A
choice to use Bt varieties in fields that were in corn in 2005
also makes a lot of sense, and this trait adds relatively little to
the cost of seed in most cases. Remember that Bt corn should
only be planted on 50% or less of your total corn acreage.
Variety selection is extremely important in corn. For
the bulk of your crop, plant the varieties that have been your
best producers in the past, but if you plan to switch please
study the variety trials before making your choices. Look for
yield, drought tolerance, stalk strength, disease package, and
then price. Also take a look at Dr. Larson’s short list.
You may want to reduce population a little in view of
the prospects for reduced rainfall unless you can make it rain.
I suggest we go back to the mid twenty thousand range this
year to maximize water use efficiency. And when March gets
here, plant as soon as soil temp reaches 55 degrees and you
can get in the field. Plant seed at the two-inch depth to make
sure the nodal roots emerge below the soil surface; this will
make a big difference in drought tolerance. If you plant
shallow and get dry, you will remember this.
Events:
Delta Expo: Jan. 17, 18 – Bolivar Co. Expo Center
Crop College: Begins Yazoo Ext. Ofc. Jan. 30 and Carroll
Ext. Ofc. Jan 31. Both 6-8PM. Lasts six weeks on Mon.
and Tue. Nights, .

Soybeans:
With the possibility of increased soybean plantings,
supplies of the most popular varieties may already be short.
But there are many good varieties to choose from; if you need
help making choices let us know. The variety trials and Dr.
Blaine’s short list are available.
One thing that concerns me is that some fields that
have not been planted to soybean in many years may be in
beans this year. This means that inoculation is necessary. It
may also mean that you need to use a variety that has good
nematode tolerance. There are only a few of these. I can
send you some of the evaluations of this trait if you need them.
I will also try to get this into the hands of the seed dealers, but
most of them probably have it. If you know that you have
high levels of reniform nematode, you should consider this
carefully while making your variety selections.
We have learned a lot about growing soybeans in the
last few years. We know that early planting is very important
as a way of avoiding diseases, insects, and drought stress.
Early maturing varieties complement all of these. Dr. Blaine
stressed in his talk at the Tri State that Group 4 varieties are
our best bet. Our latest maturing soybeans should be early
Group 5’s unless you have very limited harvesting capacity.
And do your best to have beans planted by April 1. Beans will
tolerate a frost, but not a freeze. If we get an April blizzard
we’re in trouble, but this is very unlikely. Believe it or not,
some good yields are coming from early March plantings, but
I can’t suggest you take that plunge. A decision this
aggressive has to be your own.
Unlike corn, soybeans should be planted fairly
shallow as long as there is good seed-to-soil contact.
Shallower planting at one half to three quarters inch (about
like cotton) will allow beans to emerge quickly and avoid
seedling disease. Seed treatments are a must for early
planting. Dr. Blaine uses the example that if you lose a stand
one year as a result of not using a good fungicide treatment,
the cost of recovering from the stand loss will pay for treating
the seed for 12 crops. Try to achieve a final population of
around 110 to 120 thousand plants per acre.
I plan to talk about rust later. It’s too early to get a
good handle on this question. We need more cold weather.
In Conclusion:
The only suggestion I can make about planting
decisions is to plant what you feel will be most profitable for
you. The conditions that will dictate that choice may change
dramatically before planting time, so it’s too early to say much
more than that.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops

